6.
Choose a novel in which minor characters play a significant role.

Outline the role in the novel of two minor characters and discuss their significance to the novel as a whole.  
In Thomas Hardy’s ‘The Mayor of Casterbridge’, a  nineteenth-century novel depicting the ‘life and death of a man of character’, it is often the minor characters that allow an insight into themes and allow certain situations to develop.  This is the story of an essentially decent man with a fatal flaw – he is rash and has a foul temper.  After a dramatic opening in which he sells his wife, the novel shifts forwards in time twenty years and we see he is now a pillar of the community of Casterbridge.  However this does not last and he ends his days nearly alone, certainly discredited by those who once respected him. I would suggest that some of the minor characters play a key role in this story of the downfall of a tragic hero.

One such character is Susan Henchard – Michael Henchard’s wife -  whom he sells at a fair while in a drunken state. This happens early in the novel, shortly after we have seen the atmosphere of “stale familiarity” which exists between them, indicating that all is not well in their relationship, and establishes Henchard’s character as misogynistic and cruel. Susan returns to Casterbridge after an absence of eighteen years, and in her renewed relationship with Henchard we can see how his character and status have developed in the intervening years.  Another aspect of her role in the plot  is her attempted engineering of romance between Elizabeth-Jane, her daughter, and  Donald Farfrae.

Indeed, the minor character Susan makes a major  contribution  to the plot:  It is indirectly due to her that Henchard stops drinking, which in turn is one of the reasons he was able to rise to a high position in the town as “ “Man, Mayor and Church Warden”, but it is also Susan who contributes to Henchard’s decline.  This is achieved after her death, through  epistolary style.

She writes Henchard a note telling him Elizabeth – Jane is not his daughter, but Newson’s. Ironically, Henchard  opens the note  just after telling Elizabeth he is her father.  This news contributes to Henchard’s loneliness – just before he told Elizabeth – Jane he was her father, Hardy informed us that he was “ dissevered from his wife by death; his friend and helper Farfrae by estrangement; Elizabeth – Jane by ignorance.” 

He feels less lonely when he tells Elizabeth – Jane her parentage, but on discovering the truth through Susan’s letter, his hopes are dashed.  Susan, who seemingly loves to write letters, also develops the relationship between Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane.  She sends them both anonymous letters asking them to go to the granary in the hope that it may benefit their friendship.  Actually everything that Susan does is selfless and usually for the benefit of Elizabeth – Jane, but she is a catalyst for lots of things that happen in the novel.

As well as contributing to the plot of the novel, Susan allows us to explore the theme of the role of women in society, not least in the dramatic opening of the novel. 
Although clearly it is not Susan’s fault that she is sold, it does not help the matter that she knows and accepts her position as a woman in that society.  She accepts that she is the ‘property’ of men and goes away with the sailor without a thought that she might not be legally bound.  She even publicly acknowledges her position by not retaliating when Henchard says:

“ Will any Jack Rag or Tom Straw among ye buy my goods?”

Indeed, she  later says herself:

“ her present owner is not at all to her liking”

The word choice in this exchange shows that both she and Henchard   accept that men treat women  as a possessions; not as people.  This situation is reinforced when, on her return, she remarries Henchard, and we learn that when she and her daughter take up residence in Henchard’s home, they “made little difference to its contents.”  Word choice is used again to show women’s status as equal to that of furniture. 

However I would suggest she also allows for the development of the theme of social expectations. When she and Henchard  meet in The Ring, an eerie place described by a lexicon of doom  and gloom, Henchard expresses that he feels a “duty” to marry her again since this is the ’proper’ thing to do.  He later also tells her that she must “start genteel” showing that people had to be seen to be respectable.  Henchard courts her with a “business-like determination” showing that while he feels no love for her, he thinks that he must marry her again for the propriety of the matter and because he feels a social duty to do so.

Aside from allowing these themes to develop, the minor character Susan also contributes to the development of other characters.  It is indirectly due to her that Henchard stops drinking, which in turn is one of the reasons he was able to rise to a high position in the town as “ “Man, Mayor and Church Warden but it is also Susan who contributes to Henchard’s decline.  This is achieved after her death, through  epistolary style:

She writes Henchard a note telling him Elizabeth – Jane is not his daughter, but Newson’s, a note   which he opens just after telling Elizabeth he is her father.  This news contributes to Henchard’s loneliness – just before he told Elizabeth – Jane he was her father, Hardy informed us that he was “ dissevered from his wife by death; his friend and helper Farfrae by estrangement; Elizabeth – Jane by ignorance.”

He feels less lonely when he tells Elizabeth – Jane her parentage, but on discovering the truth through Susan’s letter, his hopes are dashed.  Susan, who seemingly loves to write letters  also develops the relationship between Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane.  She sends them both anonymous letters asking them to go to the granary in the hope that it may benefit their friendship.  Actually everything that Susan does is selfless and usually for the benefit of Elizabeth – Jane, but she is a catalyst for lots of things that happen in the novel.

Another minor character who I believe has a significant effect on the novel as a whole is Abel Whittle.  He allows for both of Henchard’s sides to be seen.  For example, it was Abel Whittle’s mother that Henchard showed great generosity towards by keeping her in “coals and snuff” all winter.  On the other hand it is also through Abel Whittle that Henchard’s temper is seen.  Henchard is described as hardly “  _______

_______” “as wrong headed as a buffalo” and this darker side of him is illustrated in one key incident  where he is incredibly cruel towards Abel and tries to make him walk to a neighbouring village with no trousers on because he has been late for work too many times.  Considering the social expectations of the time this is an extremely humiliating punishment, leading Whittle to exclaim “I’ll do myself harm!”  But this scene is effective not only in illustrating Henchard’s character, but also in developing the conflict between Henchard and Farfrae since it is the latter who retrieves Abel Whittle of this torture and in doing so hurts Henchard’s pride.

However Abel Whittle doe not only contribute to the characterization of the main character and the development of the conflict which arises between Farfrae and Henchard:  he also contributes to one aspect which this novel is overflowing with – irony.  Even although Henchard was cruel to him and humiliated him, it is Abel Whittle  with whom Henchard spends his last days.  Abel finds him and cares for him until he dies.  Another point adding to the irony of this situation is that although Abel cannot read , Henchard leaves a written will explaining that he does not want Elizabeth – Jane to know of his death.  Naturally Abel cannot tell that this what it says and brings her straight to Henchard  when he is dead.

Thus, in Thomas Hardy’s “The Mayor of Casterbridge” Susan Henchard and Abel Whittle are two minor characters who have a significant effect on the novel as a whole.  They allow the main themes to be developed, they allow the development of characterization of the main characters and they are catalysts to the plot.  Even although they are hardly seen and the reader knows little about them, they are important to the reader’s understanding of the novel and its themes.
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Choose a novel in which minor characters play a significant role.

Outline the role in the novel of two minor characters and discuss their significance to the novel as a whole.

In your answer you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: characterization, theme, narrative technique, key incident(s), or any other appropriate feature.

7 
Choose a novel in which the narrator’s voice is an important feature in your appreciation of the text.

Show how the novelist exploits this technique in an effective way.

In your answer you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: narrative technique, characterization, language, theme, or any other appropriate feature. 

8 
In many novels and short stories the setting (in terms of place, time, social/political conditions and such like) is a significant factor, shaping the main characters and determining his/her/their actions.

By referring closely to one text, show how setting affects both character and action.

In your answer, you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: plot, theme, characterization, or any other appropriate feature. 

9 
Choose a non-fiction text which deals with history, politics, or current events in a lively and effective way.

Show how the writer’s treatment of the subject merits this description.

In your answer you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: language, point of view, key incident(s), tone, or any other appropriate feature.

10 
Choose a non-fiction text which describes people or a place outwith Scotland.

Describe the way the writer presents the information and discuss how successful she/he is in bringing the subject to life.

In your answer you must refer closely to the text and to at least two of: selection of detail, setting, point of view, style, or any other appropriate feature. 
